
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Let Him Breathe

        

        
        
          Sagar

        

        
          Published by Sagar, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LET HIM BREATHE

    

    
      First edition. April 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Sagar.

    

    
    
      Written by Sagar.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Sagar

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Package Pending

          
        
          
	          The Troll King’s Syllabus

          
        
          
	          Let Him Breathe

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER 1: THE VIEW FROM THE BUCKET
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There is a specific scent to late October in western Maine. It’s the smell of cold iron and wet dead leaves, a metallic promise that winter isn’t just knocking on the door, it’s already got its boots off in your mudroom.

Ray Fraker was fifty feet above the dirt of Garrison, Maine, and that was exactly where he preferred to be. He was swaying gently in the fiberglass bucket of a Central Maine Power truck, the hydraulic arm holding him steady against a biting northwest wind. Ray was forty-two years old, built like a fire hydrant, and wearing enough layers of Carhartt canvas to stop a small-caliber bullet.

He liked it up high. Down on the ground, gravity was heavier. Down there, the ghosts lived. Down there was the empty half of his double bed, the silence of a house his ex-wife had taken the warmth out of, and the buzzing neon sign of the Mute Swan Tavern. Ray had been sober for exactly five years, two months, and fourteen days, but a man doesn’t just forget the icy, golden bite of a tall Narragansett. Some days, the thirst was a quiet roommate. Other days, like today, when the cold sank into the plates of his ruined knees, it was a screaming child in the back seat of his skull. Up in the bucket, though, he could usually leave the kid on the ground.

Ray stripped the thick black jacket off a length of 4-0 aluminum wire, his thick, calloused fingers working with the mindless precision of twenty years on the job. He was out on County Road 9, just skirting the edge of the old Garrison quarry. The paper mill had shut down six years ago, tearing the economic heart out of the town, but the quarry had been dead since the Harding administration. It was just a massive, jagged scar in the earth, surrounded by a thick, choked forest of spruce and dying elm.

He reached for his crimping tool. That was when the lines began to sing.

Ray paused, his heavy insulated gloves hovering over the splice. Power lines hum. It’s a fact of the job. It’s a steady, reliable 60-hertz vibration, a mechanical purr that Ray had grown so used to he usually couldn't hear it at all.

But this wasn't that.

This was a drone. It was polyphonic, layered, vibrating up through the fiberglass bucket and into the soles of his work boots. It traveled up his shins and settled right at the base of his spine. It sounded like a choir of massive men with throats full of wet gravel, humming a single, sustained, minor chord.

What the hell? Ray thought. He looked down the line at the transformer drum on the next pole. If a transformer was getting ready to blow, it usually squealed. It didn't sound like a Gregorian chant.

He gripped the rim of the bucket. The vibration was getting stronger. His teeth began to ache—a dull, throbbing pain in his molars, as if he’d bitten down hard on a piece of tin foil. He unclipped his safety radio, intending to call dispatch and ask if they were running some kind of load test from the Bangor substation, but when he brought the radio to his ear, all he heard was static. Not the white noise of a dead channel, but a wet, rhythmic shhhh-shhhh-shhhh, like the sound of a shovel sliding into damp earth.

Ray killed the radio. The hum in the air was so loud now it felt like a physical pressure against his eardrums. It wasn't coming from the wires. The wires were just acting like guitar strings, catching the resonance from something else. Something bigger.

He leaned over the edge of the bucket and looked down at the quarry woods.

"Hey!" Ray yelled, his voice sounding thin and small over the grinding drone. He thought maybe some idiot kids had dragged a massive generator out into the woods for a bonfire. "Hey, you down there! Cut that out!"

Nothing answered him. But as his eyes adjusted to the dappled shadows of the spruce trees beneath him, Ray stopped breathing.

The woods were full.

Just at the edge of the tree line, where the access road dropped off into the steep, rocky bowl of the quarry, stood a six-point buck. It was entirely still. Ten yards to its left was a ragged-looking stray dog, a German Shepherd mix Ray had seen wandering around the diner on Main Street a few days prior. The dog was frozen in place. Behind them, dotting the underbrush, were raccoons, a pair of porcupines, and squirrels. In the branches of the closest elm, a dozen crows sat shoulder-to-shoulder like black clothespins on a line.

None of them were moving. They weren't fighting, they weren't fleeing, and they weren't looking up at the noisy bucket truck hovering fifty feet in the air.

Every single animal in the Garrison woods was standing perfectly, unnaturally still, their heads bowed low. They were all staring in the exact same direction. They were staring straight down at the dirt.

The hum shifted, dropping half an octave, and Ray Fraker suddenly felt an overwhelming, terrifying urge to open his mouth, close his eyes, and dive headfirst out of the bucket.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE ITCH
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Ray Fraker bit his own tongue, hard.

The sharp, coppery bloom of blood in his mouth was the only thing that broke the spell. The urge to vault over the fiberglass lip of the bucket and swan-dive fifty feet into the shallow, rocky soil had been as real and heavy as a physical hand on his collar. He gasped, spitting a string of pink saliva over the side, and slammed his hand down on the hydraulic release lever.

The bucket gave a mechanical groan and began its slow, juddering descent.

As the hydraulic arm folded inward, bringing him closer to the earth, the polyphonic drone began to change. It didn’t fade, exactly, but it retreated, sliding down the auditory scale until it became a subsonic vibration that rattled the fillings in Ray’s teeth. Down in the woods, the spell broke just as violently. The six-point buck bolted, crashing through the dry underbrush like a runaway locomotive. The crows exploded from the elm branches in a ragged black cloud, squawking in raw panic. The mutt and the raccoons simply vanished into the shadows.

The bucket clanged into its cradle on the back of the heavy Ford rig. Ray unclipped his harness with shaking hands. His chest was heaving. The cold sweat prickling his hairline had nothing to do with the bitter October wind.

He climbed down into the cab, slammed the door shut, and locked it. It was a stupid, instinctual reaction—what was a pane of safety glass going to do against a noise?—but he needed the illusion of a barrier. He gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles going white.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, he thought. I am cracking up. Five years dry and the wet brain is finally catching up to me.

He reached for the radio dial, turning it away from the static of the company frequency and jabbing the button for the local AM news station out of Portland. He needed to hear a human voice. He needed to hear about traffic on I-95 or the upcoming Nor’easter or some idiot politician complaining about taxes.

The speakers popped. But there was no voice. Only a low, rhythmic thrum-thrum-thrum, like the idle of a massive diesel engine idling somewhere deep underground.

Ray slapped the power button off, jammed the truck into gear, and peeled out onto Route 9, throwing gravel in his wake. He didn't look back at the woods. For the first time in half a decade, the thirst in his throat wasn't a dull ache. It was a screaming, clawing animal. He needed a drink so badly his vision was swimming with the phantom amber glow of a shot glass.

Five miles away, right in the fading, vinyl-sided heart of Garrison, Mabel Higgins was doing the dishes.

Mabel was sixty-eight, a widow of ten years, and possessed a set of knuckles swollen to the size of walnuts by rheumatoid arthritis. Her house on Maple Street was neat as a pin, smelling faintly of lemon Pledge and old peppermint candies. Through the window over her porcelain sink, she could see her backyard. Specifically, she could see her prized row of hybrid tea roses, all carefully pruned and wrapped in burlap for the coming winter.

She was scrubbing a coffee mug with a Brillo pad when she felt it.

It started in the soles of her orthotic slippers. A soft, buzzing tingle. It crept up her calves, radiating a strange, heavy warmth that settled into her aching knees. Mabel frowned, turning off the tap. The silence of the kitchen was abruptly filled with a sound like a distant, muted cello playing a single, unending note.

The arthritis in her hands, which had been burning like a lit match all morning, suddenly vanished.

Mabel blinked. She flexed her fingers. The knuckles popped, but there was no pain. In fact, her hands felt completely numb, replaced by a deep, throbbing itch beneath the skin. It wasn't an itch you could scratch with a fingernail. It was an itch in the bone. It was an itch that demanded friction. It demanded dirt.

The hum in her head grew louder. It didn't scare her. It sounded beautiful, like a lullaby sung by a choir of deep, resonant voices. It sounded like purpose.

Mabel dropped the coffee mug into the sink. It shattered, ceramic shards pinging off the stainless steel, but she didn't even blink. She walked to the back door, slid the deadbolt back, and stepped out onto the frosty grass. She was only wearing a thin floral cardigan, but she didn't feel the biting wind. She only felt the glorious, thrumming warmth rising up from the ground.

She walked over to her rose bushes. She knelt in the dirt, ruining her good slacks.

The Old Man Downstairs, a voice whispered in the warm, buzzing space between her ears. It sounded like her late husband, but older, bigger, speaking from the bottom of a deep well. He’s suffocating, Mabel. He needs to breathe. Let him breathe.

Mabel reached out with her bare hands. She bypassed the burlap and drove her fingers directly into the cold, semi-frozen Maine soil. She grabbed a fistful of dirt and roots and ripped it upward.

A thorny rose stem sliced across the palm of her right hand, opening a gash from the base of her thumb to her wrist. Bright red blood welled up, dripping onto the dark earth. Mabel didn't flinch. She smiled. Her eyes were wide and blank, the pupils dilated until her irises were nothing but thin, blue rings.

She dug her hands back in, tearing at the soil, her fingernails bending backward and snapping with wet little clicks. She dug with the frantic, mindless rhythm of a dog burying a bone, the hum in the earth vibrating up through her bleeding forearms, filling her head with a blinding, euphoric white light.
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​CHAPTER 3: DEAD AIR
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The Mute Swan Tavern sat on the edge of the Garrison town line like a festering bruise. Its neon sign had been broken since the Clinton administration; the pink 'S' in Swan was burned out, so it cast a sickly, buzzing glow onto the cracked asphalt that read: THE MUTE WAN.

Ray Fraker sat in his idling CMP truck, staring at that sign. The heater was blasting, but his teeth were chattering. His hands were locked on the steering wheel at ten and two, the knuckles standing out like white marbles under his skin.

He wanted to go inside. He wanted to slide into one of those cracked red vinyl booths, smell the stale beer and Pine-Sol, and tell Shelly the bartender to set up a shot of Jim Beam and a tall, sweating glass of Narragansett. He wanted the burn. He wanted the dark, heavy blanket of the liquor to drop over his brain and smother the memory of those animals frozen in the woods, staring at the dirt.

But more than that, he wanted it to drown out the itch.

The polyphonic hum was still there. It had receded into the background of his skull, hiding behind the rumble of the Ford’s V8 engine, but it was pulsing. Thrum. Thrum. Thrum. It was a vibration that made him want to claw out of his own skin. The voice of the bottle whispered that one drink would cure it. Just one. A little liquid shock absorber for the nervous system.

Ray closed his eyes, squeezed them shut until he saw exploding nebulas of color. "I am Ray, and I'm an alcoholic," he whispered to the empty cab. He said it three times, a desperate, secular rosary. He slammed the truck into drive, stepped on the gas, and tore out of the parking lot before his boots could carry him through the tavern doors.

He drove toward the center of town, his pulse hammering a frantic rhythm against his collarbone. He lived on a dead-end street off Elm, in a little split-level ranch that needed a new roof and a paint job. It was his weekend with Evie. His ex-wife, Sarah, had dropped her off an hour ago.

When Ray pulled into the driveway, the truck's headlights washed over the front porch. Evie was sitting on the concrete steps. She was sixteen, swallowed up in a baggy gray University of Maine hoodie, her knees pulled up to her chest.

She wasn't looking at him. She was holding her iPhone, but she wasn't texting, and she wasn't scrolling through TikTok. She had the phone pressed flat against her right ear, her head tilted at a sharp, unnatural angle, her eyes closed.

Ray killed the engine. The sudden silence of the evening rushed in, save for the distant, hollow rustle of the wind moving through the dying maples.

He climbed out of the truck, the gravel crunching loud as gunshots under his boots. Evie didn't flinch.

"Ev?" Ray called out, his voice sounding entirely too loud. "Hey, kiddo. Sorry I'm late. Hit a snag out on Route 9."

Evie didn't open her eyes. She just sat there, swaying slightly, side to side, a slow, rhythmic rock.

A cold snake of genuine terror uncoiled in Ray's belly. He took the steps two at a time and knelt in front of her. Up close, in the yellow wash of the porch light, her skin looked pale, almost translucent. A thin line of drool shone at the corner of her mouth.

"Evie!" Ray barked, grabbing her by the shoulder and giving her a shake.

Her eyes snapped open. For a split second, there was nothing in them. No recognition, no spark of the smart-mouthed, fiercely independent girl he knew. They were flat and dead, like the eyes of a shark rolling over to take a bite. Then, she blinked, and the teenager came back, though she looked groggy, like she'd just been woken from a deep-water sleep.

"Dad?" she mumbled, pulling the phone away from her ear. She wiped her mouth with the back of her sleeve, looking embarrassed. "Wow. Spaced out. What time is it?"

"It's past six. Why are you sitting out here freezing your ass off?" Ray asked, trying to keep the tremor out of his voice. He pointed at the phone in her hand. "Who were you talking to?"

"Nobody," Evie said, rubbing her jaw. "Mom locked the door behind her, and I forgot my key. I was trying to call her to come back, but the phone's acting all messed up. It won't dial out."

"So why did you have it pressed to your head like that?"

Evie looked down at the sleek black rectangle in her palm. A faint, puzzled frown creased her forehead. "The speaker. It was making this sound. It was... I don't know, Dad. It sounded nice. It made my head stop hurting."

Ray didn't ask permission. He snatched the phone out of her hand.

Evie let out a sudden, vicious hiss—a sound so purely animalistic it made Ray physically recoil. Her hands formed into rigid, claw-like hooks, and for a terrifying second, she lunged toward him to take it back.

But Ray was already holding the phone to his own ear.

The screen was completely black. It was dead. The battery icon wasn't showing, nothing. But the speaker was vibrating. It was buzzing with a frantic, microscopic energy.

Shhhh-shhhh-shhhh.

It was the hum. The exact same polyphonic, gravel-throated choir he had heard fifty feet up in the bucket, channeled through the tiny micro-components of the Apple device. It wasn't an electronic malfunction. The phone wasn't generating the sound; it was acting as a receiver for it. The thing beneath the dirt was broadcasting, and it was finding every piece of metal, every wire, every circuit board in Garrison to sing its song.

Ray looked at his daughter. The feral rage had already vanished from her face, replaced by a dull, confused exhaustion. She was rubbing her hands together, staring down at the concrete porch, her fingers twitching with a sudden, restless energy.

"Dad?" Evie asked, her voice small and tight. "Why do my fingernails itch?"
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​CHAPTER 4: THE SOUND IN THE BONE


[image: ]




Ray didn't bother trying to answer Evie. He just shoved the dead, vibrating iPhone deep into the front pocket of his Carhartts, grabbed his daughter by the bicep, and hauled her up from the concrete steps. 

"Hey! That hurts!" Evie snapped, the teenage indignation breaking through the foggy glaze in her eyes. 

"We're going inside," Ray said, his voice flat and hard, the voice he used when a rookie lineman was about to do something stupid with a live wire. He practically dragged her up to the front door, fumbled his keys out with his free hand, and shoved the door open. 

The house was dark, smelling of stale coffee and the dusty, metallic scent of baseboard heaters kicking on for the first time since April. Ray hit the light switch in the entryway. The overhead fixture flickered, buzzed with an angry, wasp-like intensity, and finally stabilized into a harsh yellow glare. 

It wasn't just the lightbulb. As Ray stood in the narrow hallway, still gripping Evie's arm, he realized the entire house was humming. 

It was a chorus of electrical appliances having a synchronized nervous breakdown. The Kenmore refrigerator in the kitchen was purring at a pitch that set Ray’s teeth on edge. The television in the living room, though turned off, was emitting a high-frequency whine from its cathode ray tube. Even the digital clock on the microwave seemed to be throbbing, the green numbers—6:14—pulsing in time with the deep, subsonic rhythm that was vibrating through the floor joists. 

*Thrum-thrum. Thrum-thrum.* "Dad, let go of me," Evie said. Her voice had changed. The annoyance was gone, replaced by a flat, breathy urgency. She wasn't looking at him. She was staring past his shoulder, down the short hallway that led to the kitchen. Her pupils were swallowing her irises again, turning her eyes into two dark, bottomless pennies. 

"Evie, look at me," Ray said, grabbing her chin and forcing her head up. Her skin was clammy, coated in a fine sheen of cold sweat. "Are you on something? Did your mother let you take something?"

"I need to get to the kitchen," she whispered, her jaw rigid under his fingers. "The floor is thinner there."

"Thinner for what?"

"For him. He’s right underneath the linoleum. He's whispering. I just have to peel it back so he can breathe." 

Before Ray could process the sheer, galloping lunacy of the statement, Evie wrenched herself free with a sudden, explosive burst of strength that a hundred-and-ten-pound high school junior had no business possessing. She shoved Ray backward. He tripped over the edge of the entryway rug and went down hard on his bad knee, swearing through his teeth. 

By the time he scrambled upright, Evie was already in the kitchen. 

Ray limped after her, the panic rising in his chest like bile. When he rounded the corner, he stopped dead in his tracks. 

Evie was on her hands and knees in the center of the faded, checkerboard linoleum. She had her fingers curled into rigid hooks, and she was raking them across the floor. *Scritch. Scritch. Scritch.* She was digging with a frantic, mechanical intensity, her shoulders bunching with the effort. 

The linoleum was old and tough, but she was finding the microscopic seams. As Ray watched in mounting horror, Evie wedged her fingernails into a crack where two tiles met and pulled upward with all her might. 

There was a sickening *pop*. It wasn't the sound of the tile coming loose. It was the sound of the index and middle fingernails on her right hand bending backward and snapping completely off at the nail bed. 

Dark, arterial blood welled up instantly, pooling on the white vinyl. Evie didn't scream. She didn't even gasp. She just shifted her grip to her bleeding fingertips and kept digging, smearing red half-moons across the floorboards. 

"Evie! Stop!" Ray roared. 

He lunged forward, throwing his entire weight over her. He pinned her shoulders to the ground, grabbing her wrists and pinning them to the cold floor. She fought him like a wildcat, thrashing and bucking beneath him, but it wasn't a panicked fight. It was the single-minded struggle of an insect trying to reach a lightbulb. She didn't look at him; her eyes were locked onto the bloody crack in the tiles. 

"Let me work," she hissed, her teeth bared, bloody saliva flying from her lips. "He’s hot in the dark. He wants out. Let me work!"

"Stop it! You're tearing your hands apart!" Ray shouted, pressing his chest against her back to keep her from bucking him off. He felt her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. 

He managed to get one of his thick, calloused hands around both of her slender wrists, locking them together in a vise grip. With his free hand, he reached blindly for the dishtowel hanging on the oven handle, yanked it down, and wrapped it tight around her bleeding fingers. 

She screamed then—a high, piercing wail of pure frustration, not pain. 

*I need a doctor,* Ray thought, his mind racing, trying to find traction in a world that had suddenly tilted completely sideways. *I need to get her to Dr. Garrison.* He hoisted her up. Evie went suddenly limp, dead weight in his arms, her chin dropping to her chest. She was panting, her breath hitching in her throat. Ray didn't wait for her to catch her second wind. He threw her over his shoulder like a sack of cement, grabbed his keys from the floor, and hauled her out to the truck. 

He threw her into the passenger seat, slammed the door, and engaged the child locks before she could think to open it. He climbed into the driver's side, ignoring the deep, throbbing ache in his knee, and fired up the engine. 

As he slammed the truck into reverse, the radio clicked on by itself. It was tuned to the local emergency broadcast frequency. There was no voice. There was only the sound. The deep, gravel-throated choir, singing its minor chord, loud enough to rattle the safety glass of the windshield. 

Ray punched the power button until the plastic dial cracked, but the radio stayed on. He threw his heavy work coat over the dashboard to muffle it and sped out of the driveway, tearing up a patch of his own lawn in the process.

Across town, on the corner of Elm and Maple, Dr. Aris Thorne was having the worst Tuesday of her professional career. 

Aris was thirty-eight, a woman with sharp, angular features, prematurely graying hair tied back in a messy knot, and a resting expression that suggested she was constantly calculating the dosage of a sedative. She ran *Garrison Animal Care* out of a converted Victorian house. She was a brilliant diagnostician who preferred the company of animals because they didn't lie about their symptoms, and they rarely tried to pay their bills with bad checks.

Usually, a Tuesday evening meant a few booster shots, maybe a minor laceration from a dog who lost a fight with a barbed-wire fence. 

Tonight, her clinic looked like a triage center in a war zone. 

There were twelve people in her small waiting room, and every single one of them was holding a pet. But it wasn't the number of patients that had the hair standing up on the back of Aris's neck; it was the absolute, unnatural silence. 

There were golden retrievers, calico cats, a beagle, two pugs, and a terrified-looking ferret. In a room with that many animals, there should have been barking, hissing, whining, and the frantic scrabbling of claws on linoleum. Instead, it was dead quiet. 

Every animal in the room was catatonic. 

Aris was currently in Examination Room 1, standing over a stainless steel table. On the table was a massive, seventy-pound German Shepherd named Duke. Duke belonged to old man Peterson, who was standing in the corner of the room, wringing his tweed cap in his hands and crying silently. 

"I don't understand, Doc," Peterson blubbered, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. "He was fine this morning. Then he just... he went out to the backyard, and he started digging. He's a digger, sure, likes to hide his rawhides. But he didn't stop. He wouldn't come when I called. When I finally went out to get him..." Peterson choked on a sob and pointed at the table. 

Aris didn't need to look at Peterson; her eyes were locked on the dog's paws. 

Duke’s front paws were ruined. The thick, leathery pads had been worn away to raw, pink muscle. Two of his claws had been completely torn out by the root, leaving jagged, bloody holes. 

Yet, Duke wasn't whimpering. He wasn't panting in pain. He was lying on his side on the cold metal table, his legs moving in a slow, rhythmic, bicycling motion. *Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.* He was still trying to dig at the stainless steel. His eyes were wide open, the pupils fully blown out, staring blankly at the wall. 

"Duke, hey buddy," Aris murmured, running a soothing hand along the dog's flank. Her touch, usually enough to calm even the most aggressive feral tomcat, elicited zero response. The dog's muscles were rigid, locked in a state of tetanic contraction. 

Aris picked up her stethoscope. She placed the bell against Duke's ribs, just behind his left elbow, to listen to his heart. 

She expected tachycardia—a racing heart rate brought on by shock and pain. Instead, she heard something that made her freeze, her professional detachment cracking right down the middle. 

The dog's heart was beating incredibly slowly. *Bradycardia*, her mind supplied automatically. But it wasn't just the slowness of the beat. There was a secondary sound underneath it. It wasn't a murmur. It wasn't fluid in the lungs. 

It was a hum. 

It sounded like a low-frequency vibration, echoing inside the hollow cavity of the dog's chest. It sounded mechanical, rhythmic, and impossibly deep. It was the same sound Aris had been noticing all afternoon coming from her refrigerator, from the fluorescent lights overhead, from the very foundations of the old Victorian house. 

*The dog is acting like a tuning fork,* she thought, a cold shiver racing down her spine. *He's picking up a frequency and resonating with it.*

"Doc?" Peterson asked, his voice trembling. "Can you fix him? Can you give him a shot or something?"

Before Aris could answer, a heavy, frantic pounding erupted from the clinic's front door. It wasn't the polite knock of a worried pet owner. It was the desperate, hammering sound of someone trying to break the door down. 

Aris pulled the stethoscope from her ears. She looked at Peterson. "Hold him down," she instructed firmly. "Don't let him roll off the table."

She walked out of the exam room and into the waiting area. The people sitting in the plastic chairs looked up at her with hollow, terrified eyes, tightly clutching their silent, bleeding, digging animals. Aris pushed past them and unlocked the heavy glass front door. 

Ray Fraker stood on the porch, his face pale beneath a layer of grease and dirt, his breath pluming in the cold October air. In his arms, wrapped in a bloody dishtowel and a heavy canvas coat, was his daughter, Evie. 

"Ray?" Aris said, recognizing the lineman who had rewired her x-ray machine a few months back. "Ray, this is a veterinary clinic. The hospital is—"

"I went to the hospital," Ray interrupted, his voice a hoarse, ragged bark. He pushed past her, forcing his way into the clinic. 

Aris saw the wild, hunted look in his eyes. "What do you mean you went to the hospital? Why are you here?"

Ray set Evie down on a wooden bench in the corner of the waiting room. Evie immediately slumped forward, her bloody, towel-wrapped hands dropping toward the floor, her fingers beginning to twitch in that terrible, rhythmic scratching motion. 

Ray turned back to Aris. He pointed a trembling finger toward the large bay window that looked out onto Elm Street. 

"Because the hospital is gone, Doc," Ray said, his voice breaking. "I drove past it. There's fifty people in the parking lot. Nurses, doctors, patients in goddamn gowns. They aren't treating anybody." 

Ray looked down at his daughter, then back at Aris, his eyes shining with unshed tears and abject terror. 

"They're on their hands and knees, Aris. All of them. They're trying to dig through the asphalt.”
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​CHAPTER 5: THE WAITING ROOM
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Dr. Aris Thorne had spent her life learning the intricate, fleshy mechanics of living things. She knew how bones knit together, how infection smelled like bitter almonds and spoiled meat, and how the nervous system could misfire under stress. She was a woman of science, grounded in the hard, undeniable facts of biology. 

But as she looked past Ray Fraker’s wide, terrified eyes and stared out the large bay window of her clinic, the science failed her. 

Outside, Elm Street was empty. The streetlights overhead, usually a warm, steady sodium-orange, were pulsing. They didn't flicker; they *breathed*, dimming and brightening in a slow, rhythmic cadence that matched the deep-tissue hum vibrating through the floorboards of the old Victorian house. The wind was kicking up, tearing dead leaves from the maples and throwing them against the glass, but beneath the howl of the October wind, that polyphonic drone was getting louder. It sounded like a million bees trapped inside a bass drum.

"Fifty people?" Aris repeated, the words feeling thick and stupid in her mouth. "Ray, that’s impossible. It’s freezing out there. Asphalt is... you can’t dig through asphalt."

"Tell that to the triage nurse," Ray said. His voice was a flat, exhausted rasp. He looked like a man who had been awake for three days on a bad amphetamine bender. He was shivering, though the clinic was stiflingly warm. "She was out by the ambulance bay. She didn't have any fingernails left, Doc. She was just using the raw knuckles, grinding them down to the white bone, and she was smiling. They were all smiling."

Aris looked over at the wooden bench. Evie Fraker was slumped sideways against the beadboard wainscoting. The bloody dishtowel wrapped around her hands was already soaking through, blooming with fresh, wet crimson. Her head was bowed, her chin resting on her chest, and she was swaying. *Thrum-thrum. Thrum-thrum.* She was swaying to the rhythm of the lights, to the rhythm of the unseen hum.

*A mass psychogenic illness,* Aris’s brain supplied desperately. *Hysteria. Like the dancing plagues in the Middle Ages. Or an environmental toxin in the municipal water supply. Ergot poisoning. Something.*

But ergot didn't make a seventy-pound German Shepherd try to tear through a stainless steel table. 

Aris turned her attention back to the waiting room. There were twelve people sitting in the bolted-down plastic chairs. For the last twenty minutes, they had been united in their panicked confusion over their catatonic pets. Now, the atmosphere in the room had shifted. The air felt heavy, charged with the static electricity that precedes a massive lightning strike. 

Sitting nearest the door was Mrs. Gable, a retired kindergarten teacher who lived two streets over. She was clutching a fat, wheezing pug wrapped in a baby blanket. Five minutes ago, Mrs. Gable had been weeping. Now, her tears had stopped. 

Her head was tilted at that exact same, unnatural angle Evie had displayed. She was staring down at the scuffed linoleum floor. 

"Mrs. Gable?" Aris asked, taking a step away from Ray. 

The old woman didn’t blink. She slowly lifted her hands, letting the swaddled pug roll out of her lap and fall to the floor with a heavy, unprotesting thud. The dog didn't move; it just continued its slow, phantom scratching against the air. Mrs. Gable brought her hands up to her face. She spread her fingers wide, staring at them as if she had never seen them before. 

Then, her lips curled back, revealing a row of yellowed dentures. It wasn't a smile of joy. It was a rictus of pure, unrestrained ecstasy. 

"Oh," Mrs. Gable whispered. Her voice was breathy, entirely devoid of its usual tremulous wobble. "Oh, the old gentleman. He's so terribly cramped down there."

"Aris," Ray warned, his voice dropping an octave. He reached out and grabbed the sleeve of her lab coat. The lineman’s grip was like an industrial vise. "Don't go near her."

But the dominoes were already falling. 

To Mrs. Gable’s left, a burly mechanic named Tom, who had brought in a feral barn cat, suddenly dropped to his knees. He hit the floor so hard it sounded like a bowling ball being dropped from a roof. He didn't cry out. He immediately slammed his calloused hands flat against the linoleum and began to scrape. *Scritch-scritch-scritch.* A teenage boy in the corner, holding a cat carrier, let out a high, giggling laugh. He dropped the carrier, fell to the floor, and joined Tom. 

Then Mrs. Gable went down. The old woman practically folded in half, sliding off her plastic chair like a sack of wet grain. She hit the floor, ignored the whimpering pug, and drove her long, manicured nails into the seam where the wall met the floorboards. 

*Rip.* A two-inch chunk of acrylic nail tore free, bringing a ribbon of skin with it. Mrs. Gable sighed, a sound of profound relief, and kept digging.

Within fifteen seconds, the clinic waiting room transformed into a slaughterhouse of self-mutilation. Nine of the twelve pet owners were on the floor. It wasn't a frenzy; that was the most terrifying part. It was methodical. It was industrial. They were working together, establishing a rhythm, their bleeding hands tearing at the industrial carpeting, the linoleum, the baseboards. 

The remaining three people—a young mother, an older man, and Aris’s receptionist, a college girl named Sarah—were backed against the reception desk, screaming. 

"The door!" Ray barked over the sudden, wet sounds of tearing flesh and the unrelenting drone in the air. "Aris, lock the goddamn door!"

Aris snapped out of her clinical paralysis. She lunged for the front entrance. Through the glass, she saw movement on Elm Street. Shadows were pulling away from the houses. People were walking out of their front doors, stepping off their porches, and moving toward the center of town, their heads bowed, their arms hanging limp at their sides like marionettes with their strings cut. 

She slammed the deadbolt home just as a figure lumbered onto the clinic's front porch. It was the mailman, Mr. Henderson. He didn't knock. He simply pressed his face against the glass, leaving a smear of grease and blood, his eyes utterly vacant. He began to scratch at the safety glass, his ruined fingernails leaving faint, chalky streaks on the pane. 

"Get them in the back!" Ray yelled. He was already moving, his heavy boots stepping over the writhing, digging bodies of Tom the mechanic and Mrs. Gable. He grabbed his daughter, hoisted her over his shoulder again, and shoved his way toward the swinging double doors that led to the examination rooms and kennels. 

Aris grabbed Sarah the receptionist by the collar and yanked her away from the desk. "Come on! Move!" she shouted at the young mother and the older man. 

They scrambled through the swinging doors, bursting into the hallway. Ray kicked the doors shut behind them and threw his weight against the wood. 

"Is there a lock on this?" he demanded, his face slick with sweat. 

"There's a slide-bolt at the top," Aris said, her hands shaking so badly she could barely point. 

Ray reached up and slammed the heavy brass bolt home. It wouldn't hold a determined mob for long, but the people in the waiting room didn't seem interested in following them. Through the small, frosted square of glass in the door, Aris could see the shadows of her patients. They weren't trying to get through the door. They were perfectly content to rip up the floorboards exactly where they were. 

The young mother was sobbing hysterically, clutching her knees in the hallway. Sarah the receptionist was hyperventilating, her face the color of spoiled milk. 

Ray dumped Evie onto the floor. The girl immediately rolled onto her stomach, ignoring the bloody towel wrapped around her hands, and began to root against the linoleum with her face, trying to bite into the floor. 

"Help me with her," Ray pleaded, looking up at Aris. The tough, blue-collar exterior had cracked, revealing a terrified father beneath. "Doc, please. Give her something. Put her under. Before she chews her own lips off."

Aris nodded, the professional instinct finally taking the wheel. "Exam Room Two," she said, her voice dropping into the cool, authoritative register she used when a surgery was going south. "It has heavy restraint straps on the table. Bring her."

Ray scooped Evie up. The girl hissed at him, snapping her teeth inches from his jugular. Ray didn't flinch. He carried her into the second room and dumped her onto the stainless steel. Aris was right behind him, pulling thick nylon straps from a drawer. 

Together, they fought the girl down. It took both of them, utilizing every ounce of Ray’s leverage and Aris’s knowledge of joint mechanics, to strap Evie’s wrists and ankles to the table. She thrashed wildly, bucking her hips, her jaw working furiously as she tried to gnaw at the nylon webbing. 

Aris rushed to the locked drug cabinet. Her hands were still trembling, but she managed to fit the small brass key into the lock. She pulled a vial of Ketamine and a vial of Diazepam—the heavy artillery she used to knock out aggressive livestock. She drew up a massive dose into a plastic syringe, not bothering to calculate the exact milligram per kilogram. Evie was going to get enough chemical to drop a full-grown pony. 

"Hold her arm steady," Aris ordered. 

Ray leaned his entire upper body over his daughter, pinning her thrashing right arm against the table. Aris didn't bother swabbing with alcohol. She found the vein in the crook of Evie's elbow and sank the needle in, depressing the plunger with her thumb. 

For ten agonizing seconds, nothing happened. Evie continued to strain against the straps, her eyes wild and blank, the humming sound in the room vibrating the empty metal cages along the wall. 

Then, the drugs hit the blood-brain barrier. 

Evie’s eyes rolled back in her head. Her jaw went slack, a string of bloody saliva dropping onto the metal table. Her body went completely limp, the violent tension draining out of her muscles like water down a storm drain. Her breathing slowed to a ragged, shallow rhythm. 

Ray let out a sound that was half-sob, half-laugh, and collapsed against the edge of the table. He buried his face in his hands, his broad shoulders shaking. 

Aris stepped back, tossing the empty syringe into a red biohazard bin. The adrenaline was beginning to ebb, leaving her cold and nauseous. She looked at the monitors, the stainless steel sinks, the locked doors. 

"She's out," Aris whispered, pressing two fingers to the pulse point on Evie's neck. It was strong, but slow. Too slow. 

"How long will that hold her?" Ray asked, looking up. His eyes immediately drifted to the small glass-fronted cabinet where Aris kept the rubbing alcohol. It was a tell-tale look. Aris had seen it in the eyes of hardcore addicts when they were evaluating the ethanol content of mouthwash. 

"A few hours, maybe," Aris said, stepping deliberately into his line of sight, blocking the cabinet. "Her metabolism is running like a furnace right now. She might burn through it faster."

Ray nodded slowly, rubbing a hand roughly over his face. He looked toward the door. The sound of scratching—dozens of hands tearing at the wood and linoleum in the waiting room—was a constant, awful static. Beneath it all, the polyphonic hum continued to throb, an invisible, crushing weight. 

"What is it, Doc?" Ray asked, his voice dead flat. "You're the smart one in the room. Is it a virus? Did the paper mill dump something in the water ten years ago and it's just hitting us now?"

Aris shook her head. She walked over to the small sink and ran the cold water, splashing it on her face. The water vibrated as it fell from the faucet, breaking into geometric, oscillating patterns before it hit the drain. 

"Viruses don't make the streetlights breathe, Ray," she said quietly, staring at the strange, dancing water. "Toxins don't make power lines sing. It’s acoustic. It’s a resonance frequency."

"A what?"

"A sound wave," Aris said, turning off the tap. "Or a vibration. It’s operating on a frequency that directly stimulates the motor cortex and the pleasure centers of the brain. It’s bypassing the frontal lobe completely. It’s turning them into automatons." She looked down at her own hands. They were aching again, a deep, bone-deep itch that made her want to rub them against the rough cinderblock wall. She clenched them into tight fists and shoved them deep into her lab coat pockets. 

"But where is it coming from?" Ray asked. 

Before Aris could answer, a massive, shuddering *BOOM* rattled the clinic. It didn't come from the sky. It came from beneath their feet. The floorboards bucked, throwing Aris against the counter. A jagged crack shot up the plaster wall, sending dust raining down onto the examination table. 

It felt like an earthquake, but the vibration didn't fade. It localized. 

Through the thick, insulated walls of the clinic, they heard the town emergency siren begin to wail. It was the siren mounted on top of the firehouse, designed to warn the valley of a flood or a tornado. But the sound pouring out of the massive metal horns wasn't the high-pitched, rising-and-falling shriek of an alarm. 

It was a voice. 

It was amplified a thousand times over, a booming, seismic roar that shattered the clinic's front window with a terrifying crash of safety glass. The voice was impossibly deep, ancient, and grating, like continental plates grinding against one another. 

*"THE DIRT IS HEAVY,"* the voice boomed out over the siren system, rattling the teeth in Aris's skull. *"COME TO THE ROCK. BRING YOUR HANDS. THE OLD MAN IS WAKING UP."*

Ray looked at Aris, his face drained of all color. The thirst for a drink vanished, replaced by a cold, absolute clarity. 

"It's not coming from anywhere, Doc," Ray said, grabbing a heavy metal IV pole from the corner and wielding it like a baseball bat. "It's coming from everywhere. And I think it just called a town meeting.”
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​CHAPTER 6: THE MIGRATION
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Chief Doug Tremblay, known to everyone in Garrison as "Bear," was a man who believed in the fundamental order of things. He believed that bad people went to jail, good people paid their taxes, and a hot cup of black coffee could cure most minor emotional ailments. He was fifty-five, carried an extra forty pounds around his midsection, and had spent the last twenty years policing a town whose biggest crimes usually involved stolen riding mowers or domestic disputes fueled by cheap peppermint schnapps. 

He did not believe in the supernatural. He believed in Maine state law. 

But as he stood in the dispatch room of the Garrison Police Department, watching his oldest friend and head dispatcher tear her own fingernails off on a formica desk, his belief system was rapidly collapsing into a pile of smoking rubble.

"Patty," Bear said, his voice a low, trembling rumble. "Patty, honey, you have to stop that. You're bleeding."

Patty Higgins didn't look up. She was sixty years old, wore a knit sweater with a snowman on it, and was currently using her ruined hands to systematically peel the laminate covering off her dispatch console. Her headset was dangling around her neck, buzzing with that awful, static-laced hum. *Scritch-rip. Scritch-rip.* Blood was smeared across the emergency dispatch phone, the police scanner, and the half-eaten tuna sandwich she’d brought for dinner. 

Behind Bear, in the precinct's single holding cell, Deputy Miller was handcuffed to the thick iron bars. Bear had locked him in there twenty minutes ago when Miller had abruptly stopped reading a witness report, dropped to his knees, and tried to chew his way through the baseboards. Now, Miller was just pulling at the cuffs, his wrists stripped raw and weeping, his eyes locked on the concrete floor with the vacant, starving intensity of a shark. 

The air in the station was thick. It smelled like copper and ozone, the scent you get right before a transformer blows, only magnified a hundred times. The hum was vibrating the fillings in Bear's teeth, giving him a migraine that felt like an ice pick driven between his eyes. 

Then, the siren on top of the firehouse next door kicked on. 

It wasn't the rising wail of the flood alarm. It was a voice. A voice so deep, so impossibly massive, that it didn't just rattle the windows; it flexed the glass inward until it shattered. 

"THE DIRT IS HEAVY," the voice thundered, grinding like tectonic plates slipping under the ocean. *"COME TO THE ROCK. BRING YOUR HANDS. THE OLD MAN IS WAKING UP."*

The pressure wave blew the front door of the precinct open. Bear fell to his knees, clamping his hands over his ears, a thin trickle of blood escaping his left earlobe. The acoustic force was physical, a sledgehammer blow to the chest that knocked the breath completely out of his lungs. 

In the holding cell, Deputy Miller let out a muffled, ecstatic groan, straining so hard against the handcuffs that Bear distinctly heard the wet *pop* of a shoulder dislocating. Patty stopped peeling the formica. She stood up, her bloody hands hanging loosely at her sides, and walked out from behind the dispatch desk. She didn't look at Bear. She walked straight out the blown-open front doors and into the freezing October night. 

Bear staggered to his feet, pulling his service weapon from its holster—a heavy, useless piece of steel against whatever the hell was happening. He stumbled to the shattered window and looked out at Main Street. 

What he saw froze the blood in his veins. 

Garrison was a town of about four thousand people. It looked like half of them were on the street. They were emerging from the hardware store, the diner, the post office, and the residential split-levels lining the side streets. Men, women, teenagers, children in pajamas. None of them were speaking. None of them were screaming. They were moving with a unified, terrifying, sleepwalker's grace, forming a massive, silent column of humanity. 

They were all heading west. Toward Route 9. Toward the old paper mill and the quarry. 

Bear watched a man he knew—Tom Peterson, the town baker—walk right past a burning trash can, completely ignoring the flames singeing the edge of his coat. Peterson’s hands were already curled into rigid, claw-like hooks. He was ready to work. 

"Mother of God," Bear whispered, the gun heavy and slick with sweat in his grip. The law was dead. There was no arresting this. There was no shooting it. The town had been hijacked from the inside out. 

––––––––
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A mile away, in the back hallway of the veterinary clinic, the echoes of the giant voice finally began to fade, leaving behind a ringing silence that was somehow worse than the noise. 

Ray Fraker lowered the heavy iron IV pole he’d been holding like a baseball bat. His chest was heaving. He looked at Aris, who was leaning against the stainless steel sink, her face completely drained of color. 

"Are you deaf?" Ray asked, his voice sounding thin and far away. "Did that blow your eardrums?"

"No," Aris choked out, swallowing hard against a wave of nausea. "No, I can hear you. But we have to leave. Ray, we cannot stay here."

She pointed toward the door leading to the waiting room. The scratching sound had stopped. For a brief, wild second, Ray thought maybe the voice had cured them, broken the spell. Then he heard the heavy, shuffling thud of footsteps moving away from the door, heading out into the street. 

The old man who had fled to the back hallway with them suddenly let out a long, shuddering breath. He had been huddled against the wall next to the young mother, his arms wrapped around his knees. Now, his head tilted to the side, that awful, unnatural angle that Ray was coming to recognize as the signature of the infection. 

"Mr. Abernathy?" Sarah, the receptionist, whispered, shrinking back against the exam room door. 

The old man didn't answer. He dropped onto all fours. He didn't look at them. He crawled toward the spot where the linoleum had peeled away from the foundation during the tremor, his rheumy eyes completely blank. He drove his brittle, arthritic fingers into the concrete dust and began to scrape. 

The young mother shrieked and scrambled to her feet, grabbing Ray’s arm. "Get us out of here! Please, get us out of here!"

"My truck is out front," Ray said to Aris. "But the street is probably crawling with them."

"We can't take your truck," Aris said, her professional detachment finally snapping back into place. Survival mode was a colder, harder gear, and she slammed into it. "I have a mobile clinic out back. An old Ford Expedition, customized. Heavy suspension, four-wheel drive, reinforced glass. It’s got medical supplies, water, and enough room in the back for Evie to lie flat."

"Keys?" Ray demanded.

Aris dug into the pocket of her lab coat and tossed them to him. "Alleyway door. Right through the kennel."

Ray didn't hesitate. He hoisted the unconscious weight of his daughter back over his shoulder. She felt heavier now, dead weight under the chemical blanket of the Ketamine. "You three, stay behind me," he ordered the women. "If we see one of them, do not try to talk to them. Do not try to help them. You understand? They aren't your neighbors anymore. They're just tools."

They moved fast. Aris led the way through the swinging doors into the boarding kennel. The cages were empty now, the animals having either escaped or succumbed to the hum out in the waiting room, but the smell of bleach and wet fur remained. 

Aris unlocked the heavy steel security door at the back of the building and shoved it open. The bitter cold of the October night hit them like a slap in the face. 

The Expedition was parked in the narrow gravel alleyway, a hulking white beast with GARRISON ANIMAL CARE stenciled on the side in faded blue letters. Ray practically threw the rear doors open and laid Evie down on a pile of heavy wool blankets Aris kept for treating shock in livestock. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
gL ATE
OCTOBER






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





